ACTH and cortisol responses to ovine corticotrophin-releasing factor in patients with primary and secondary adrenal failure.
The ACTH and cortisol responses to an intravenous bolus injection of 100 micrograms ovine CRF were studied in 19 patients with adrenal failure. In all eight patients with primary adrenal failure, plasma ACTH levels increased from a mean basal level of 1494 +/- 431 (SEM) pg/ml to peak value of 2601 +/- 1220 pg/ml at 10 min. In comparison with healthy subjects absolute ACTH increments after ovine CRF were significantly augmented in the patients with Addison's disease (P* less than 0.001), and the absolute ACTH responses after ovine CRF were positively correlated with the basal plasma ACTH levels. The 11 patients with secondary adrenal insufficiency could be subdivided into two groups: (A) those having little or no ACTH and cortisol response to ovine CRF (five patients) and (B) those having prolonged and pronounced ACTH responses with a biphasic pattern and a delayed second peak (six patients), followed in all patients by a marked cortisol increase. These data demonstrate that the CRF-test can discriminate between hypothalamic and pituitary causes of secondary adrenal failure.